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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this study is to investigate the transvestite te
le Shakespearean phenomenon of the theatre, determining why actresses
;ose to portray male Shakespearean heroes and how they were able to
hieve notable levels of success in transvestite Shakespearean endeavors.
The initial stage of my study presents an historical overview of
ansve'
ie err

te acting in the theatre and the relevant events leading up to
gtnce of the first transvestite female Shakespearean actresses.

iis preliminary stage of my research relies primarily on George C. D.
Dell’s Annals of The New York Stage, Charles H. Shattuck’s Shakespeare
i the American Stage, theatre reviews and critiques by drama critics of
ie nineteenth century.

The second stage of this study pursues a con-

mt.rated study of Charlotte Cushman’s tremendous success as Shakespeare's
imeo and Sarah Bernhardt's famous transvestite portrayal of Shakespeare's
imlet.

Research involved for this stage of the study involves autobi-

iraphical and biographical material, theatre reviews and dramatic
•itiques written by contemporaries of the nineteenth century.
The findings of this study reveal that the transvestite female
lakespearean phenomenon was particular to the nineteenth century and
laracterized by an excessive number of trarisvestite interpretations of
ie Shakespearean tragic heroes; Hamlet and Romeo.

Although several very

iccessful transvestite actresses were produced by the movement, more
rten than not the phenomenon was characterized by unsuccessful novice
jrtrayals.

This study finds that the most successful transvestite
vi

female Shakespearean actresses were Ellen Terry, M r s . Lewis, Charlotte
Cushman, Fanny Vininn, Esme Seringer, Sarah Bernhardt and Eva Le Gal 1ienne.
The most famous tranvestite Shakespearean successes of Charlotte
Cushman and Sarah Bernhardt were contingent on their respect for Shakes
peare's original text and the respectively unique artistry each actress
exerted in an honest and very professional effort to
selves and theit audiences

recreate for them

,ne catharsis inherent in both Shakespearean

tragedies.

The results of this study concludes that actresses of the nine
teenth century were attracted to transvestite acting for several reasons;
popular appeal, repertcrial problems created by insufficient existinn
female roles, a desire to partake in women's liberation, the inability
of mature actors to meet the physical demands of Shakespeare's tragic
heroes, Hamlet and Romeo, and the unparalleled challenge in acting a trans
vestite female Shakespearean role.

vi i

CHAPTER I
AN RTSTOP/CAL OVERVIEW OF THE TRANSVESTITE SHAKESPEAREAN
ACTING PHENOMENON

In order to better understand the emergence of the transvestite te
le Shakespearean phenomenon I will

include in my overview an explanation

the origin of transvestism on the stage and the pertinent historical
;nts which led up to the appearance of transvestite female Shakespearean
'•’formances.

For the purpose of this study, I have chosen to concentrate

imarily on the English speaking stage.
The practice of transvestite acting dates back to the 5th century
Ancient Greece.

It was during this time when the concept of actors

1 acting was first evolving that the Creek tragedian Phrynichus (5121 B.C.) set a precedent by introducing into Greek tragedy women chance
ls .

The mores of ancient Greek theatre deemed female performers a cul-

ral taboo.

Therefore in order to represent the first female charac-

rs it became an established convention that men act women's roles.

In

effort tO help establish their sexual identity it became customary
r Greek transvestite actors to perform in female masks.

The Greek

amatist, Choerilus, is credited with the introduction of " . . . women's
sks which were probably light in color, as the men's were dark in the
se paintings where the habits of trie stage were probably recorded."'

rk:

George Fried!ey and John A. Reeves, A History of the Theatre (New
Crown Publishers, Inc., 1941), p. 14.

2
h; medieval times curing the Feast of the Boy Bishop, an ur.-ulv
'estiva'1 of the English church called upon choir boys to assume dramatic
r o :‘-s.

Out of this practice grew the more disciplined performances of

chapel boys in the early mystery plays.

Gradually it became traditional

for English folk plays to be performed entirely by 1 oy actors.

In his

book, The .EnoVi sh_ FolJk Play, Sir Edmund Chambers discovers that, "Mummers
Plays, Plough Plays and Svtord Dances are exclusively male performances,
even when there is a woman among the characters.” 1 Historians arc not
sure when these festivals began.

However, the Feast of the Boy Bishop

was well established by the end of the IZih century.
Although this practice finds its roots in the English church, it
did not survive without some attacks of moral outrage.

Sincn Trussler,

in his article, "That's No Lady," notes that some "literally minded puri
tans were anxious to point out the injunction in Deuteronomy against a
man wearing that which periaineth to a woman and, come to that, against
p
a woman wearing the old testament equivalent of trousers."” This early
practice of transvestite acting withstood the intolerance of dissenters.
Gradually ic became a well established convention that boys and men
should act all female roles.
The boy actors became an, intricate part of Elizabethan theatre.
Trussler believes that this phenomenon is directly responsible for the
O
multiplicity of disguises in Elizabethan drama.
A dramatic situation
as in Shakespeare's TweJfth Nigjit where "a boy playing a woman falls in
^S ir Edmund Kirche Chambers, The_ English Folk P1ay (Oxford:
don Press, 1933), p. 5.
p

Cl even

imon Trussler, "That's No Lady," Quoted in PJavs and Players,
July 1966, p. 52.

^Ibid., p. 52.

l o v e with a boy playing a qirl disguised as a can,

si/teenth century dramatic literature,

] was not uncommon to

irussler also makes note of the

twice-removed sex changes in A Midsummer's Night Dream, "when the aptly
named Flute tor all his ‘incipient heard, find'- himself cast as This by in
the p l a y - w i t h i n - t h e - p l a y . As You Like It creates more situations of
disguise when Rosalind and Celia flee to the forest of Arden with Rosa
lind, the taller in man's attire.

That action becomes more complicated

when Rosalind learns that Orlando is in the forest; taking advantage of
her disguise, she decides to test his love.
During the 1660's actors in women's parts must have seemed quite
normal to 17th century audiences.

Edward Kynaston became the most famous

"boy actress" of his time (1640-1712).

He had impressed Samuel Pepys as

. the prettiest woman in the whole h o u s e , i n
in The Silent Woman.

his 1660 performance

Restoration audiences found these dramatic muddles

the source of great humor and intrigue.

It becomes evident that the 16th

century convention of male transvestite acting became widely accepted and
encouraged by playwrights and theatre goers of the time.
The restoration of Charles II to the throne early in 1660 brought
many changes to the English Theatre.

Audiences were attracted by new and

remodeled playhouses, new pi j s and perhaps above all the use of actresses
in female roles.

Theatre historian Phyllis Hartnoll cays, "These charming

talented young women, who replaced the Elizabethan boy-actors, seemed to

^Ibid.
"Ibid.

Helen McAfee, Pepys on the Restoration Stage (New York:
:lomi, Inc. , 1952), p. 48

Beniamin
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come from nowhere; and with no training, but with abundant self-confi
dence, they took London by storm.1.
The emergence of women in the legitimate theatre deemed transves
tite acting obsolete.

Consequently, it is understandable that female

Shakespearean transvestite acting was fairly uncommon during the later
part of the 17th century.

There was, however, a growing interest in

breeches parts, defined by Phyllis Hartnol1 as,
. . . the name given to roles written for handsome young heroes
in romantic comedy and played by personable young women; not
to be confused with the temporary assumption of male attire
for the ourpose of disguise by such heroines as Rosalind or
Viola, nor with the serious undertaking of such parts as Ham
let, Romeo, Richard III, or Shylock by intrepid actresses.
The classic example of a breeches part is Sir Harry Wiloair
in The Constant Couple, as played by Peg Woffington.2

Other women who gained popularity in breeches parts were Nell
Gwyn, Mrs. Bracegirdle, Mrs. Jordan and Mrs. Mountfort.

Me'' uwvi w r i 

the breeches while acting with the King's Company in the season 16f71668.

After attending a performance of The Virgin Martyr, Samuel Pe y

recorded in his famous diary, " . . . the play being done I did see
. . . come dressed off the stage , . . Nell Gwyn in her S o y s ' clothes,
mighty pretty."
In Eighteenth century France the- practice o ' women p :a ,7nq you<
male roles became a standard style of acting know

as "tracest.•

1
Phyllis Hartnol 1, A Concise History of the T neat;m
Thames and Hudson, 1968), pV, 1 1% 1 1%.
0
PLyIlls Hartnell« ed. Th.
Oxford University Press, 1951), p. 128.

^McAfee, p. 48.

\ London
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"travesti" became very popular during the nineteenth century.

The Frencn

playwright, Beaumarchais, explains the nineteenth century "travesti" con
vention by stating that:
. . . the role of the page Cherubin could be performed only
by a young woman since the theatre of his day no longer
possessed young actors sufficiently trained 'to be able
to penetrate the subtleties of the role.'
Female "travesti" acting differs from the English "breeches parts" in
that

. . the sexual disguise remains constant throughout the play.

Discovery scenes, such as those of the English Restoration where the
characters suddenly realize the sexual identity of the young man, were
therefore absent from French plays containing "travesti" rolesJ
Virginia Dejazet, a famous French actress of the nineteenth cen
tury, specialized in "travesti," creating over one hundred such roles
on the semimusical stage of vaudeville.

The "travesti" career of

Virginia Dejazet has been described accordingly:
Neither masculine nor feminine according to Theodore de
Banville, she possessed the type of undefined sex found in
such supernatural creatures as Puck or Ariel.
So unique
were the "travesti" of Dejazet that her name was applied
to the role itself, and "Dejazet" became a standard and
much imitated theatrical category. When as a genre vaude
ville became defunct, the Opera-Comique took over much of
its style and subject matter, allotting the "Dejazet"
roles to the "soubrette" or, as the type was called there,
the "Dugazon."2
Actresses of the 18th century were more eager to experiment with
male roles.

Trussler points out that "Strangely as if the fair sex was

^Gerda Taranow, The A rt W ithin the legend, (Princeton, New Jersey:
Princeton University Press, 19721 , p. 211.
~Ibid.
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seeking to redress the imbalance of centuries of
eighteenth

male domination, the

century has many more instances of women taking men's carts

than of the opposite,"1

Trussler divides transvestite actresses of the

18th century into two categories, those "referred to in their own age
as eccentrics, and those who were genuinely seeking to broaden the range
of their acting--in a century when versatile performances rather than
great playwrights dominated the stage."2
This

"eccentric" element chose not only to

act male roles on the

stage, but

to disguise themselves as men in real

life.

daughter of Colley Cibber, may serve as an example.

Charlotte Clarke,

Mrs. Clarke, who

reportedly loved to play male characters, performed the part of Macheth
in a 1745 revival of The Beggars Opera.

However, she retired from the stage

in an effort to disguise herself as a man in real life.

One source de

scribes her eccentric life style:
Assuming male attire, she hung around theatres for casual hire,
went on tramp with itinerants, hungered daily, and was weekly
cheated, but yet kept up such an appearance that an heiress fell
in love with her, who was reduced to despair when Charlotte
Clarke revealed her story and abandoned the place.2
Other notorious imposters of the day were Mademoiselle de Maupin and
Hannah Snell.

Trussler explains that these "adventuresses had . . . tend

ed to make respectable folk suspicious of women playing ti&n,

^Trussler, p. 54.
2 1b id .
^Trussler, p. 56.
4 1b id .
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Sarah Siddons, perhaps the most famous English actress of the early
18th century stage, performed Hamlet early in her career.

She acted the

part in the nrovinces before ner great success at Drury Lane.

A Mr.

Bates, one of William Garrick's talent scouts, was sent out to observe
the aspiring Miss Siddons.

In her book, The Great Sarah, Kathleen

Mackenzie reports that Mr. Bates wrote to Mr. Garrick, warning him
". . . to beware of his laurels, as Sarah had played Hamlet to the satis
faction of the Worcester cities!""'
dons' portrayal of Hamlet.

Mackenzie also comments on Sarah Sid-

She writes, "She was so slender she could

play a man fairly convincingly--and she gave a brilliant interpretation."
The 19th century has the fullest and most diverse documentation of
transvestite female performances in theatre history.

Therefore it is not

surprising that the 19th century marks what may be best described as the
heyday of transvestite Shakespearean actresses.
Although Julia Glover appeared as Falstaff early in the century,
it was tragedy that attracted most Shakespearean transvestite actresses.
From the beginning of the century Hamlet proved to be the favorite tragic
hero of Shakespearean transvestite actresses.
Newton, "sometimes drama critic of

Trussler notes that Chance

The Referee,

recorded an all-woman

performance of Hamlet at the Strand Theatre:
Miss Eve Dome . . . gave a highly interesting and often grip
ping impersonation of this complex character.
It was droll,
however, to see the feminine Ghost of Hamlet's father, the
doddery Polonius, and the dogmatic First Gravesman.3

"'Kathleen Mackenzie, The Great Sarah (London:
Limited, 1968), p. 34.

2 I b i d . , p. 47.
JTrussler, p. 56.

Evans Brothers

2
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Mr. Newton also refers to Sophie Miles' interpretation of Hamlet, describ
ing her as, "one of the most beautiful women who ever took to the art of
acting."^

Sybil Ward claims the distinction of not only portraying Ham

let, but all the other parts in the play as well.
Critics did not always respond favorably to female portrayals of
Shakespearean heroes.

In order to illustrate this growing skepticism I

include the following reference to the Thespian Register made by O'Dell
in 1816:
Another thing interests me. On June 23rd Mrs. Barnes acted
Young Norval, another of those epicene performances which we
have begun to meet, and shall meet more constantly till we
arrive at Charlotte Cushman's Romeo. Of this kind of thing
the Thespian Register is severely condemnatory:
"There are
doubtless many men, 'tall fellows of their hands,' who could
read with perfect accuracy of emphasis what is put down for
Juliet Capulet, for instance, and enter thoroughly into <ier
feelings, but with what shadow of propriety or hope of suc
cess could they undertake to personate her on the stage?
The attempt would be obviously most preposterous. And where
is the propriety of a delicate female, small even for her
sex, totally deficient in size and vigour of limb, and in
fullness, energy and masculine melody of voice, attempting
to personate a young man of heroic stature, and majesty of
mein, as well as of unconquerable valour?"^
In his inimitable style O'Dell refers to the objectiona'l female
transvestite performances of Bartly's Ham!et produced in 1820:

"An

early, but unfortunately, not the last female hamlet in New York was shown
on March 29th.

I cannot conjecture what led Mrs. Bartley to this attempt

on her benefit night.

Perhaps Simpson should have played Ophelia."'5

As the 19th century progressed the number of female transvestite
Shakespearean portrayals increased.

Out of these portrayals emerged

11b id .
3
(New York:

George C. D. O ’Dell, ed. Annals of the New York Stage, V ol. II
Columbia Univ. Press, 1927T, P- 481,3

3Ibid., pp. 560-561.
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several of the most universally acclaimed interpretations of Shakespearean
heroes in theatre history.
In England, during the autumn of 1829, Ellen Tree played Romeo to
the Juliet of Fanny Kemble.

Years later in her Records of a Girlhood

Miss Kemble describes Ellen Tree's Romeo.

She writes:

The only occasion on which I ever acted Juliet to a Romeo who
looked the part was one when Miss Ellen Tree sustained it. . .
She looked beautiful and not unmanly; she was b-oad-shouldered
as well as tall, and her long limbs had the fine proportions
of the huntress Diana. . . . She fenced very well and acquitted
herself quite manfully in her duel with Tybalt.
Six years after Ellen Tree's performance as Rcmeo, the first and
only woman to portray both Richard III and Othello premiered in the summer
of 1835 at the Bowery Theatre in New York.

The annals record that on

July 20th, the masculine Mrs. H. Lewis impersonated Richard III, with W.
Isherwood as King Henry, Mrs. Gurner as Anne, and Mrs. Hi Ison as Eliza
beth.11’ Mr. O'Dell comments on the career of this extraordinary actress
in the following manner:
Mrs. Lewis donned the toga and war-panoply of Virginias., on
the 22nd her Virginia being Mrs. Hi Ison. But on the 23rd,
she deisned to be a mere woman, though an impetuous one, in
Imogine, Bertram being enacted by Mason. Mrs. Lewis now
occasionally descended from the heights of tragedy to dance
a pas de deux with a Miss Kerr.3
During the 1836-37 theatrical season at the National Theatre, Mrs. Lewis
was engaged to again portray both Richard III and Othello.

Mr. O'Dell

makes the following record of Mrs. Lewis's run at the National. "The
theatre then closed for nearly two weeks, reopening on July 17th with

'William Winter, Shakespeare on the Stage (New York: Moffat, Yard
& Co., 1911; reprinted ed., New York: Benjamin Blom, Inc., 1969), pp.
198.-199.
“O'Dell, Vol. IV, p. 66.

3Ibid. , p. 67.
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Mrs. H. Lewis as Richard III.

On the 18th, Mrs. Lewis acted Othello, to

the Iago of Harrison and the Desdemona of Alexina F i s h e r . M r s .
acquired a fine reputation as Richard III.

Lewis

The discerning Mr. O'Dell

bestows on her performance of 1841 at the Chatham Theatre the following
laurels, "Mrs. Lewis finished the evening in grand style with her well2
known, if not universally approved, Richard III."
Charlotte Cushman, perhapc the most famous of the 19th century
American actresses, made an early appearance as Romeo at the National
Theatre in New Yo^k on April 22, 1837.

She was 21 years old.

makes reference to her performance at the National.

Mr. O'Dell

He writes, "And now

on April 22nd came something that engages us more than all the rest:
Charlotte Cushman appeared as Romeo."

Mr. O'Dell purported that her de

cision to act Romeo grew out of necessity.

He writes, "Miss Cushman's

homely features and lack of feminine charm drove her to masculine charac
ters; her success in them helped perpetuate throughout the best years of
4
the century the very bad custom of female Romeos, Hamlets, etc."
Most newspapers, including The Currier and The Mirror, received Miss
Cushman's performance of 1837 quite favorably.

However, it was not until

she presented her interpretation of Romeo on the London stage that she
achieved enormous success.

Miss Cushman appeared in London as Romeo for

the first time on December 30, 1845 at the Haymarket Theatre.
Romeo to her sister, Susan's, Juliet.
to Shakespeare's original text.
Ibid., p. 159
Ibid., p. 481
Ibid., p. 147
Ibid.

She acted

They presented the play according

Their success appears to have been

n
unanimous.

They performed Romeo and Juliet twenty-seven consecutive times

and subsequently went on tour with it among the British provinces.

The

following review from The London Times typifies the way in which theatre
critics received Miss Cushman's portrayal of Romeo.
It is enough to say that the Romeo of Miss Cushman is far su
perior to any Romeo we have ever had. The distinction is not
one of degree, it is one of kind. For a long time Romeo has
been a convention. Miss Cushman's Romeo is a creation; memory
of olay-goers will call up Romeo as a collection of speechec ,
delivered with more or less eloquence, not as an individual
Miss Cushman has given the vivifying spark, whereby the frag
ments are knit together and become an organized entirety. . . .
All the manifestations of Romeo's disposition were given with
absolute truth, and the one soul was recognizable through them
all. Miss Cushman looks Romeo exceedingly well; her deportment
is frank and easy; she walks the stage with an air of command;
her eye beams with animation.
In a word, Romeo is one of her
grand successes.'
Miss Cushman also acted Hamlet, Cardinal Wolsey, and Oberon.

In her book,

Charlotte Cushman, Her Life, Letters, and Memories, Emma Stebbins comments
on her portrayal of Hamlet:
It is well known that Miss Cushman on a few occasions acted
the part of Hamlet, and it was a performance which gave her in
tense pleasure. She alludes to it in some of her letters as
the very highest effort she had ever made, and the most exhaust
ing; of all her parts, this one seemed to fill out most com
pletely the entire range of her powers. What has been said of
Romeo in another part of this memoir applies equally to Hamlet.
It is a part which cannot be well filled, except by a man too
young to have achieved the necessary experience: a crude Ham
let is insufferable; an old Hamlet is equally incongrois; in
this respect Miss Cushman .atisfied the eye, in all others
she gratified the mind. The matchless delivery of that im
mortal language, no word or sentence slurred over or 'come
tardy off,' no delicate intricacies of thought left obscure,
but all illuminated by a genius created for such interpreta
tion, was alone a treat beyond comparison. Miss Cushman
looked the part of Hamlet as well as she did tha1- of Romeo.
Her commanding and well-made figure appeared to advantage in
the dress of the princely Dane, and her long experience in the
assumption of male parts took from her appearance all sense of
incongrui ty.^
1Lon_don_ Times , 31 December 1845.
‘•Emma Stebbins, ed. Charlotte Cushman: Her Letters and Memories of
Her Life (Boston: 1879; reprinted, New York: Benjamin Blow Inc., 1972) , p. 22.
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However successful Miss Cushman’s efforts to portray Hamlet were, they
did not win her the popularity which she achieved in the role of Romeo.
During the mid 19th century there were many actresses who portrayed
Shakespeare's Romeo.

Unfortunately many or* these performances have been

recorded with very little descriptive comment.

These rather obscure female

transvestite Romeos appeared on American stages in the following chrono
logical order:

Mrs. Barry, 1827; Mrs. Hamblin, 1832; Mrs. Barnes, 1833;

Mrs. Lewis, 1836; Mrs. Wallock, 1842; Mrs. Brougham, 1843; Clara Ellis,
1846; Mrs. Hunt, 1847; Fanny Wallord, 1851; Mrs. Coleman Pope, 1857; Mime
Ponisi, 1857; and Mrs. Conway, 1859.
Mrs. Shaw, an English-born actress, was popular as both Romeo and
Hamlet on New York stages.

From the year 1837 to 1840, Mrs. Shaw por

trayed Romeo and Hamlet at the Bowery, Park, Chatham and Olympic Theatres.
William Winter, author of Shakespeare on the Stage} writes that she was
accounted to be "beyond all female revalry in Hamlet and Rc-meo.""*

Mr.

O'Dell records that in 1847, "Her benefit (and last appearance) on Octo
ber 14th extracted from Bowery purses the comfortable sum of $609.37.
She played Hamlet and Agnes De Vere."

2

In the role of Hamlet, Mrs. Shaw

became one of the most popular Bowery stars of her day.
Following the successes of Ellen Tree, Mrs. Lewis, Charlotte Cush
man and Mrs. Shaw, another unpopular rendition of Hamlet emerged in 1841.
This production was unique in that many of the supporting male roles were
acted by women.

Mr. O'Dell has the following reaction:

The Knickerbocker bill lists a very absurd Hamlet, with Gann as
the hero, Mrs. Chippendale as Claudius, Miss Cushman as the
'winter, p. 202.
20 ‘Dell, Vol. V, p. 269.
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Gravedigger, Nexsen as the Queen, Mrs. Wheatley as Laertes,
Richings as Ophelia, and Mrs. Sticney as the Ghost. . . .
It would pay the student to look up that grotesque bill, in
view of the protest arising against the benefit nuisance.^
The "benefit nuisance" which O'Dell refers to often consisted of
female transvestite performances by the beneficiary.

Tin's indicates that

female transvestite performances attracted a profitable number of natrons
regardless of their professional quality.

It is my assumotion that pa

trons, bored with the usual fare, were attracted to the idea of watching
actresses perform in male attire.

During the 19th century, it was a

rather rare occurrance to see women outfitted in breeches.
Fanny Vining was one of the more notable English actresses to p e r 
form Romeo on the London Stage.

She appeared in the role at the Mar.yle-

bone Theatre in the autumn of 1849.

The American actress, and playwright,

Anna Cora Mowatt, wno was acting there at the time, saw Miss Vining's
performance.

In later years she wrote of Miss Vining's Romeo, "Mess

Fanny Vining gave a fervid impersonation of the impassioned Romeo; nor
did her sex destroy the illusion.

I never knew the tragedy so popular

with the public and never had a Romeo whom I liked so well."

2

Nineteenth century theatre critics were often offended by the child
actresses who became tremendously popular in the roles of Shakespearean
heroes.

The Denin and Bateman girls are the most famous examples of

this phenomenon.

After describing a benefit performance given by the

Batemans in 1850, Mr. O'Dell says,
The reader of motherly heart who objects to my adjectives in
this paragraph will kindly remember that I do not doubt the
cleverness of the Bateman children; I am merely thinking of

1 Ibid., p. 537.

^Winter, p. 200.
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Shakespeare.
Kate Bateman (Portia, Richmond and Macbeth) was
at this time six years old; Ellen (Shylock, Richard III, Lady
Macbeth) was four.1
The following description of Fanny Herring's benefit on June 27,
1862, exemplifies the type of female transvestite productions which
theatre critics loathed:
Though exclusive houses like Wallock's and Laura Keene's were
giving up farce and petit comedy, Bowery audiences, one ob
serves, still fed on three or four courses a night. A sixcourse feast marked Fanny Herrings' benefit on June 27th, when
the beneficiary began as Julian, the Cabin Boy, to be followed
by Rachel Denvil as Romeo, Mary Mitchell as Juliet and Clarke
as Mercutio, this, in turn, giving place to Pocahontas, acted
by Miss Herring and Prior, and that, again, yielding the stage
to The Savage and the Maiden, with Miss Herring and H. Chap
man, which led to Richard III on Horseback, with Chapman and
C. K. Fox, the whole delight ending with the Felon's Dream.
If those delicates were given entire, I can only wildly specu
late as to the hour at which insatiable Shirtsleeves rose from
the banquet.
And in what condition for his work next day.2
Perhaps the least respected female transvestite production of Hamlet
is the one performed by Anna Dickinson in 1882:
Miss Dickinson on the lecture platform has been much admired
and justly praised for her cleverness; when she goes upon the
dramatic stage she can expect little else than unwelcome
criticism.
Since her appearance in Rochester there has oc
curred but little change in her style of acting that calls
for special comment.
She still plays Hamlet in purple--under
the idea, evidently, that when he refers to his ‘inky cloak'
purple ink was then, as now, a fashionable article of sta
tionary.
She has improved somewhat in her stage walk and
does not courtesy now as then when recalled.
She has recov
ered or learned the use of her left arm and gesticulates with
both instead of, as before, making it a sort of one-armed
Hamlet; but these are all the favorable changes to note.
She still shows an utter lack of talent for the dramatic stage,
and to speak plainly, she has no proper idea of the character
or of the true inflection of voice or the emphasis of words
in reading the lines.
She was the recipient of much applause,
most of which was not deserved . . .31
10'Del 1, Vol. V, p. 517.
2 Ibid., V c l . VII, p. 403.
^"Music and the Drama," New York Herald, 21 March 1882.
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The last of the more notable interpretations of Romeo was performed
by Esme Beringer on the London stage in 1896.

Winter says that Miss

Beringer's Romeo "was p; ■ -runeed excellent"^ by the late Clement Scott.
Winter reports that Mr. Scott wrote, "It was not a woman at all; it was
a boy . . .

a more ideal Romeo has seldom been seen."

2

Transvestite female Shakespearean performances of the nineteenth
century culminated with Madame Sarah Bernhardt's famous portrayal of Ham
let,

Madame Bernhardt premiered as Hamlet in 1899 at the Adelphi Theater

in London.

Sarah Bernhardt's interpretation of Hamlet has been the sub

ject of much controversy.

The London Times had this to say:

Her Hamlet is a rendering worked out with care and intelligence
and with a consistent grip upon the character as the actress
conceives it. . . . She makes Hamlet a pleasant, humorous
prince, who in happier circumstances would have been the life
and soul of the court. Hamlet, as Mme Bernhardt reads the
part, is less the moody Dane than a full-blooded Latin. 3
’erhaps the least favorable review was released in the Saturday Review of
June 17, 1899:
I CANNOT, on my heart, take Sarah's Hamlet seriously.
I can
not even imagine anyone capable of more than a hollow pretense
at taking it seriously. However, the truly great are apt, in
matters concerning themselves, to lose that sense of fitness
which is usually called sense of humour, and I did not notice
that Sarah was once hindered in her performance by any irre
sistible desire to bu>~st out laughing.
Her solemnity was
politely fostered by the Adelphi audience.
From first to last,
no ore smiled.
If anyone had so far relaxed himself as to
smile, he would have been bound to laugh. One laugh in that
dangerous atmosphere, and the whole structure of polite
solemnity would have toppled down, burying beneath its ruins
the national reputation for good manners.
I, therefore, like
everyone else, kept an iron control upon the corners of my

^Winter, p, 200.
“Ibid.
^London Times, 13 June 1899.
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lips. It was not until I was halfway home and well out of ear
shot of the Adelphi, that I unsealed the accumulations of my
merriment.1
There is a large amount of conflicting ev.Jence as to the merit of Madame
Bernhardt’s interpretation of Hamlet.

However, one thing is certain;

theatre critics have written more about Sarah Bernhardt's Hamlet than ar.v
other transvestite female Shakespearean oerformance recorded in the annals
of theatre history.
Thus far there have been relatively few transvestite female Shake
spearean performers to appear in the twentieth century theatre.

Simon

Trussler observes that this may be due to a

. . shift in the center c c
o
dramatic gravity away from actor, towards the writer and director.,,<'
Of the few transvestite Shakespearean portrayals to emerge ou: of the 20th
century, the role of Hamlet has remained the favorite among contemporary
actresses.
Esme Beringer, who has been mentioned previously in the role of
Romeo, appeared as Hamlet just before World War II.

The famous American

actress, Eva La Galliene rendered her interpretation of Hamlet on August
23, 1937 in Dennis, Massachusetts.

In her Autobiography Le Gallienne

reminisces the reaction of her Massachusetts audiences:
That was a thrilling week at Dennis; I shall never forget it.
The theatre was crowded every night. I was aware that many
peonle came out of curiosity, expecting to see a freak perfor
mance, a ridiculous sort of stunt; ouite a number, I suspect,
came prepared to scoff. But when the curtain fell at the end
of the play, the silence for several moments was electric, and
then the storm of aoplause broke loose and the shouts and
’bravos’ brought tears to my eyes. . . . I was proud of the
production; it had fire and pace and great excitement.3
Max Beerbohm, "Hamlet, Princess of Denmark," Saturday Review, 17
June 1899, pp. 747-740.
2
Trussler, p. 96.

^Eva Le Gal ienne, With a Quiet Heart (New York:
1 9 53 ), p. 113-114.
“ “ .....

The Viking Press,
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In 1971 the distinguished actress, Dame Judith Anderson, appeared
as Hamlet at the age of 71.
playing Hamlet for some time.

Apparently Dame Anderson had dreamed of
The July 18, 1955 edition of Newsweek

magazine reports that after appearing as Medea at the Epidaurus Dramatic
festival she made "the announcement that next year she, as one of the
theatre's foremost ladies, would play the title role in Shakespeare's
Hamlet as Sarah Bernhardt once dared to d o J

Dame Anderson's 1971 appear

ance as Hamlet was directed by William Ball.

The production was very un

successful.

Mel Gussow, theatre critic for the New York Times, had this

to say:
She had no concept, no consistent approach, and apparently direc
tor William Ball has none either--except perhaps to emasculate
"Hamlet." This is a bloodless production, with no power, poetry,
or humor. It is staged stiffly, almost like a concert reading,
but, with some pretense at playacting. Props are mimed--badlv.
An actor holds a book or a paper, then forgets about it using
the hands for other purposes such as pointing or smoting a brow.
There are no swords or goblets in the duel, which reduces it,
literally, to dumb show. In all senses this is a reduction
of "Hamlet." For one thing, it is badly cut: a minute after
Polonius is murdered, Ophelia is struck mad. What text remains
is mostly Miss Anderson's, and she skips hurriedly to the parts
she likes best. In the gravedigger scene, she quickly--and
with obvious boredom--quizzes the gravedigger, not bantering
with him, hardly even looking at him, until he picks up
Vorick's skull--or rather until he cups his hands as if hold
ing a skull. Then, suddenly, she stops and sobs the Alas
Poor Yorick number. Mostly, she plays with a pained expression
fixed gestures fright knee slightly bent, hands firmly behind
her back or at her sides), and many signs and suspirations. L
These 20th century transvestite ^eoresentations of Shakespeare's Hamlet
may be best classified as unsuccessful remnants of the 19th century
phenomenon.
^"Lady Hamlet," Newsweek, 18 June 1955.
^"Hamlet," New York Times, 16 January, 1971.
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I have chosen to concentrate my study of the transvestite female
akesoearean phenomenon on Charlotte Cushman's Romeo and Sarah Bern
hardt's Hamlet.

I believe a study of these two portrayals is best quali

fied to reveal why the transvestite female Shakespearean phenomenon oc
curred and how it was able to achieve great levels of success.
Charlotte Cushman and Sarah Bernhardt achieved their greatest trans
vestite successes in portraying the two Shakespearean heroes which have
been most frequently acted by female transvestite performers.

I believe

this aspect of their careers contributes sufficiently to render them as
prime examples of the transvestite female Shakespearean phenomenon.
Furthermore, there is more accessible data on the subject of their
transvestite Shakespearean successes written by them and about them than
any other notable actresses of the era.

Therefore, I believe Charlotte

Cushman's Romeo and Sarah Bernhardt's Hamlet will prove to be the most
enlightening portrayals on which to pursue a concentrated study.

CHAPTER II

CHARLOTTE CUSHMAN'S ROMEO

Charlotte Cushman (1816-1876) who has been credited as the greatest
American actress of the nineteenth century, is the only woman yet to be
admitted into the Hall of Fame for Great Americans.

He^ biographer,

Joseph Leach, establishes her place in theatre history by referring to
her as that "bright particular Star"

who completes the theatrical con

stellation of Edwin Forrest and Edwin Booth.

While recent biographies

have treated Edwin Forrest and Edwin Booth, Leach is the first biographer
ever to document fully the life of Charlotte Cushman.

In the character

istically American tradition, Cushman "rose from genteel poverty on a
Boston side street to the pinnacle of international fame . . ."
Leach notes that early in her life Charlotte was influenced by the
sermons of Ralph Waldo Emerson, who for sometime was the minister of the
small congregation of which she was a member.

Charlotte heard for the

first time the early stages of Emerson's doctrine on self-reliance.
The heart of Emerson's philosophical theory was to become a driving
force in Charlotte's life:

"the good man reveres himself, reveres his

conscience, and would rather suffer any calamity than lower himself in
his own esteem. . . .

A trust in yourself is the height not of pride but

^Joseph Leach, Bright Particular Star, the Life and Times of Charlotte Cushman (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 19701, p.
xiii (introduction).
21b id .
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of piety . . ." * With the fires belief that whatever artistic excellence
she was to achieve, she would attain through the resources born in her
own body and soul, Charlotte embarked on an incredibly determined, forth
right, decisive and honest career,
Charlotte’s father, Elkanah Cushman, earned the family income
through his partnership in a firm which manufacturered shipbread.

Un

fortunately the firm slowly went bankrupt, finally dissolving around

1827,

"Charlotte’s masculine contacts during this period were her

brothers and her Uncle Auyustus, seldom her father, whose age and fiscal
worries now prevented his being the strong responsible head he might have
been."'

Mary Eliza, Charlotte's mother, earned what little money they had

by renting out rooms in their New England hone.

Unfortunately the money

the boarders brought in was not enough to pay all their debts.
Elkanah's creditors came to claim all of his property.

Soon

Leach describes

the effect this had on young Charlotte:
If Charlotte resolved to seek revenge the dismal day she saw the
household goods passing piece by piece cut of the house--and
Mary Eliza's paying guests along with them--her angry grief
matched that of her sister and brothers huddled in the skirts
of their weeping mother.
With this failure, Elkanah Cushman's
moral fiber left him; from then on, he hovered vaguely in the
background of his family; he became a shadowy figure removed,
in Charlotte's thinking, to the sidelines of life.
But the loss
worked differently on Charlotte and her mother.
By some means,
they rallied their spirits; Mary Eliza recovered her paying
guests.
She could not guarantee ease and comfort for her chil
dren.
The most she could attemot in the sudden maturity facing
them was to instill in them some sense of their own resources.3

^"of human hopes," The Li fe of Ralph Waldo Emerson, quoted in Leach,

p. 16.
2

Leach, p. 10.

31bid. , p. 13.
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Her mother's attitude reinforced the teachings of Emerson and instilled
in Charlotte a pragmatism which would be of constant benefit to her
throughout her career.

Determined to help bolster her family’s finan

cial plight, Charlotte scrutinized her resources, finally deciding
that her singing voice, which had always been the target of much praise,
might serve the family as a means of financial gain.

Charlotte began

voice lessons in her hometown under the sober instruction o f taskmaster,
John Paddon.

Charlotte received her first break when James Maeder, a

touring opera star, heard her sing and advised her to train her voice for
Opera.
Thus, under the guidance of Jam^s and Clara Maeder, Charlotte Cush
man launched her theatrical career as an opera singer.

With the help of

the Maeders, Charlotte was able to secure a three-month contract with
the St. Charles Theatre in New Orleans.

Thus at the age of nineteen,

Charlotte left home to seek her fortune, and hopefully to earn enough
money to help support her family in Boston.
The St. Charles Theatre was one of the larjest of its kind in the
United States.

It was very difficult for performers to produce their

best vocal effects in such a large auditorium.

Despite Mr. M a e d e r 1s

warnings the eager and inexperienced novice pushed her voice too hard,
too soon.

Charlotte’s inexperience and impatience soon ruined her

voice, destroying all her hopes of becoming an opera singer.
Finding little merit in her performances the New Orleans critics
scorned Charlotte's repeated attempts to please her audiences.

What

favorable attention she did draw, recognized her flare for the dramatic
rather than her singing voice.

James F.. Murdoch, author of The Stage;
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or, Recollect ions of Actors and Acting from an Experience of Fi^ty Years,
happened to be in the audience the night Charlotte appeared as Patrick
in the operatic farce, The Poor Soldier, and made the following observa

tions:
Miss Cushman, in the proper costume of her sex in private life,
appeared self-reliant and of easy and agreeable fanners, but in
her soldier dress on the stage she challenged attention and
asserted a power which impressed the beholder with an idea of
fixed and determined purpose.1
James H. Caldwell, manager of the St. Charles Theatre, was also aware that
even in her unsuccessful singing attempts, Charlotte showed signs of
acting ability.

Realizing he could no longer use her singing voice he

advised Charlotte to become a straight dramatic actress.

Caldwell in

formed James Barton, (an old style tragedian of the St. Charles Theatre)
of her talent and requested that he serve as her drama coach.

Charles H.

Shattuck, author of Shakespeare on the American Stage, writes:
Barton, who had known Sarah Siddons, evidently recognized in the
nineteen-year-old novice the potential of Siddonian power. She
was tall and big-boned, almost mannish; her face, though flat
and homely, was expressive; her voice, having been "ruined" was
still a powerful speaking instrument, and it was fascinatingly
husky.2
Barton began coaching her for a proper dramatic debut in the role
of Lady Macbeth.

In rehearsal sessions with Barton, Charlotte was too

self conscious, hesitating to "expose herself in the full dimensions of
the character,"

an effect Shattuck believes resulted from months of

heckling by the New Orleans critics.

In an effort to unleash the emotion

'James E. Murdoch, The Stage of Recollections of Actors and Acting
from an Experience of Fifty Years (T’hTTlTdeTphTiF: J. M. Stoddard and Co.,
18001. d . 235.’
2
Charles H. Shattuck, Shakespeare on the American Stage (Washington,
D.C.: Folger Shakespeare Library, 1976), p. 87.

3lbid.
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which Barton believed his determined young student possessed, he decided
to employ a little psychology:

. . he made her forget herself.

In a

practice session one day he took to Belittling her--sneered at her ef
forts, denied she could ever amount to anything, insulted her in every
way he could think of.
the young actress.

Barton's dramatic device did more than anger

He had attacked the backbone of Charlotte's Emersonian

approach to life:

"a good man . . . would rather suffer any calamity
O
than lov/er himself in his own esteem."
Leach describes the events which
followed Barton's accusations:
Barton put her into a towering rage. At the top of her lungs,
crying between words, she thundered back at him, she vented
all the passion and fire she had in her. While she stormed
and wept, Barton stood back observing. With his experienced
eye, he saw what he had long suspected. The girl had all the
physical and mental attributes of a fully fledged tragic act
ress. Her expressive face and ringing voice registered every
quality necessary in creating a living character on stage.3

A short time after Charlotte's "dramatic awakening," Barton decided she
was ready for her debut.

It was decided that she would act Lady Macbeth

to Barton’s Macbeth on the night of his benefit.

Charlotte's Lady Mac

beth, which evolved from an early suggestion of Stanislavsky's "memory
of emotion" system brought to the charac" ^r the strong willed determina
tion which was intrinsic to her emotional resources.

Leach describes

her debut as Lady Macbeth accordingly:
While her careful diction paid due regard to the standards of
Mrs. Siddons, Charlotte rejected completely the divine Sarah's
feminine concent of the role. This Lady Macbeth embodied a
virile determination to cower her weakling husband into total
obedience.
In Charlotte Cushman, New Orleans saw Lady Macbeth
^ Ib iu .
2 Ibid.
\each, p. 42.
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become the dominant goading force in an essentially masculine
play, hands clutching a pair of daggers, eyes blazing an ob
sessed ambition, chin set firm to the task ahead, overriding
completely Macb 'V s own moral doubts. ■
Charlotte recalled the evening of her first real success:

"And thus I

essayed for the first time the part of Lady Macbeth, fortunately to the
satisfaction of the audience, the manager and all the members of the
company,"1- Lady Macbeth was to become one of her most famous roles. She
would play the part opposite such great tragedians as Edwin Forrest,
Edwin Booth and Charles Macready.
play opposite such "little men."

She often complained of having to
Edwin Booth, who was perhaps the

smallest of her Macbeths, once asked her, "Why don't you kill him? You're
a great deal bigger than I am?"

Charlotte's Lady Macbeth was an incred

ibly Dowerful, ambitious and ruthless ruffian.

She was sometimes ac

cused of not being able to grasp the subtler qualities of Lady Macbeth,
ignoring the character's ability to lure Macbeth on with a certain degree
of sex appeal.

According to Murdoch, "She caught the facts of a charac-

ter . . . but its conceits were beyond her reach."

William Winter

described the attributes which immortalized Charlotte's interpretation
of Lady Macbeth:
. . . her personation, in grandeur, intensity, and magnificent
grace, had no parallel on the stage of her time and has had
no equal since. Her figure, towering above Macbeth and point
ing beyond him to the coming Duncan who must be provided for,
or crouching against the door-post of the chamber in which
the midnight murder is afoot, was indescribably awful, and
^Leach, p. 44.

2

Emma Stebbins, ed. Charlotte Cushman: Her Letters and Memories
of Her Life (Boston: 1879; reprint ed., New York: Benjamin Blom, Inc.,
1972), p. 3

^Murdoch, p. 240.
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it has not passed from the memory of persons who saw it, nor
will it pass from the most glowing page of the annals of our
Theatre.'
Unfortunately, Charlotte's debut performance as lady Macbeth was noticed
only by the local patrons of the St. Charles Theatre.
The next eight years of Charlotte's career were to be characterized
by a difficult but determined struggle to professional acclaim.

Her

temporary success as Lady Macbeth aided her in f curing a five-week con
tract to act with the Pearl Street Theatre in Albany, New York.

The mana

ger of the Pearl Street Theatre took advantage of Charlotte's uniquely
masculine qualities, assigning her to the following male roles:

Henry

in Speed the Plough; Floranthe in The Mountaineers; Jack Horner in Grevi lie
Cross; Alvedson in Two Galley Slaves; Henry Germain in The Hut of the Red
Mountain; George Fairmen in Liberty Tree; and Tull is in Brutus.

Upstate

New Yorkers came to know Charlotte Cushman as "an able young actress
especially adept in 'breeches parts'.^

The skill with v/hich Charlotte as

sumed male characters dispelled any serious objection Victorian America
may have harbored for her transvestite performances.
Sensing that the time was ideal to perform for her enamcjred audi
ences a more complex and serious

male character, Charlotte portrayed

Shakespeare's Romeo for the first time.

She chose to premiere her Romeo

the night of the final performance on the Pearl Street stage.

The most

detailed reference to Charlotte's initial portrayal of Romeo comes from
her biographer, Joseph Leach:
Hii11iam Winter, Other Days; Being Chronicles and Memories of the
Stage (New York: Moffat, Yard, & Co., 1880), d . 502.
O

Leach, p. 65.
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At her farewell to Albany, an audience that had believed her
fiend-driven Lady Macbeth saw her now as an impetuous youth
afire with love for Juliet. Her Romeo's love-sick speeches
to Friar Lawrence rang completely true. His supple gestures,
his leaps over the garden walls, his impassioned words, the
flash of his sword driving at the 'furious Tybalt' carried
such conviction that few in the audience remembered that a
woman's skill lay behind them.1
Although there is little written of her first aopearance as Romeo,
it will suffice to say that she pleased her audience so much, she de
cided to make Romeo a permanent part of her repertoire.
Charlotte's shrewd sense of timing aopears to have made her leave
her Albany fans for a position of much less esteem.

In an effort to ad

vance her career, Charlotte wrote to Edmund Simpson, manager of the
prestigious Park Theatre in New York.
tion he could give her.

She offered to accept any posi

Simpson replied with a contract payino twenty

dollars a wee!' for a "walking lady," that is to say, "she was regu
larly employed but without starring status, required to play anything the
management put her into and to act in support of whatever greater actors
came alung."

Charlotte signed the contract, beginning five years of

acting at the Park Theatre (1837-1841).

At the Park Theatre Charlotte's

talent was again applied to male roles in portraya1 ,.f the following
characters:

Patrick in The Poor Soldier; Cherubino in The Marriage of

Figaro; Paul in The Pet of the Petticoats; Prince Alfonso in Masaniello;
Aladdin in Aladdin; John Rolf in Pocahantas; Claude Melnotte in Lady of
the Lions; Hero in Woman's Wit; Carlos in VeIasio; Millwood in George
Barnwel1; Peter Wilkins in Peter Wi1kins; Montaldo in The Genoese; and
^Ibid.

^Shattuck, p. 87.
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Oliver Twist in Nicholas flicfclefey.

As Charlotte's credibility as a trans

vestite actress appeared increasingly obvious, Simpson entrusted her with
weightier assignments.

On August 30, IS^l, she appeared as Oberon in

a rare production of A Midsummer Might's Dream; and even more signifi
cantly, she made a reappearance as Romeo on -January 7, i839--"The most
important of her transvestite creations.'

i

Although she was very well

u

received in the role, the more sophisticated audiences of the Park were
quicker to point out the shortcomings in her portrayal:
A casual observer would have found some difficulty, on Satur
day evening, in realizing the fact that Romeo was olayed by a
girl. With a little more fire in the impassioned scenes, a
little more emphasis to his grief, Romeo would have been
faultless.2
Charlotte was not to perfect ner portrayal of Shakespeare's tragic young
1 Dver until she had been influenced by the professional prowess of her
1 xig time idol, Charles Macready.
In 1827, as a young girl, Charlotte’s Uncle Augustus had taken her
io see the famous Macready perform.

As part of his first American tour

le appeared as Coriolanus at the Boston Theatre.

In England, Macready

ad initiated his own school of acting, "an attempt at naturalness that
substituted sneer violence for the classical posturing of an earlier day.
He had retained the h**oad gestures of Sarah Siddons and John Philip
3
Kemble, but he had tempered them with more natural speech."
Charlotte
was immediately taken with the

Macready magnetism."

Leach writes that

afte. seeing him in action Cha-lotte turned the attic of her humble Boston
1 Ibid.

2

“Theatre," New York Currier, 8 January 1939, quoted in Leach, p. 69.

3

Leach, p. 11.
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home into a stage, "with her friends from school rounding out the cast,
she herself could play Macready.

In the attic plays she began devising,

she almost always reserved a masculine part for herself."^
Charlotte’s first orofessiona! liaison with Macready occurred in
1843 while she was engaged at the Chestnut Theatre in Philadelphia.
Macready, who had recently arrived in America, wrote to Charlotte at the
Chestnut, requesting that she play Lady Macbeth for his Philadelphia open
ing.

Elated and somewhat frightened at the thought of being singlea

out by England's foremost tragedian, Cha-iottt immediately accepted his
invitation.

Eager to meet the expectations of her favorite actor,

Charlotte gave her all throughout the run of the October 23rd Macbeth.
Macready was impressed with her energy and willingness to learn.
wrote down his impressions of Charlotte in his diary, " . . .
ested me very much.

He

she inter

She has to learn her art, but she shewed mind and

sympathy with me; a novelty so refreshing to me on the stage.
Macready’s enthusiasm for Charlotte’s talent led him to invite her to sup
port him in his forthcoming engagement in Boston.

Much to his dismay,

upon arrival in Boston he discovered that the manager of the Boston
Theatre had already hired his daughter to support Macready.

Charlotte

took advantage of the situaion and stayed on anyway, observing Macready
for .en davs.

Durina this time Charlotte gained several very priceless

lessons on the art of acting.
From listening to Macready she learned that her own voice, although
useless in gnera, was able to produce effects she had never even though.
Vjid., n. 12.

^"Diaries II," November 10-13, 1843, quoted in Shattuck, p. 89.
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of pursuing.

“Unimagired variations of pitch and speed became available

to her, and she could achieve shifts of volume from contralto thunderings, through lullaby gentlenesses, to penetrating w h i s p e r s . S h e a.so
adopted many of Macready:s gestures and dramatic poses.

The most impor

tant lesson which Macready taught her was the absolute ". . . necessity
of analyzing deeply any role she would undertake so that the emergent
character would be a coherent entity from beginning to end.

Utterly dis

tinct from any other character and by no means a collection of histrionic
points."

2

Charlotte's education under Macready proved invaluable to her
career.

For his interest and guidance, Charlotte became more apparent

in her hero worship, constantly praising him and on several occasions
entertaining him in her Boston hotel . )om.

Macready took exception to

her advances, interpreting them as another adolescent crush, the kind he
had often been victim to.

Shattuck says that Macready's fears were

understandable as for a woman of twenty-seven, save ■rnr her face (which
bore a striking resembience to Macready's) she was quite attractive. . . .
"Her figure at that time was magnificant."

3

However, had Macready known

Charlotte better he would have realized that no alterior motives prompt
ed her attentiveness.

Shattuck writes:

Her temperament, like her face, was strongly masculine, and
her deepest longings drew her into sentimental relationships
only with women. At the moment she seems to have been in love
with Rosalie Sully, daughter of the portrait painter Thomas
Sully. A year or two late , in England, she took up with the
ooet, Eliza Cook. That affair provoked so much gossip that
she had difficulty persuading Rosalie, left behind in Phila
delphia, that her love for her remained constant. After
^Shattuck, p. 90.
^Ibid.
3Ibid.
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Rosalie's death she entered into a 'female marriage’ with an
English girl named Matilda Hays. Later she took the young
sculptor, Harriet Hosmer, to Rome with her as a protege, and
for many years the sculptor Emma Stebbins was her constant
companion.1
Unfortunately, Macready's egotism assumed Charlotte was more interested
in his physical attributes than his professional expertise.

It appears

that Macready was also harboring a growing jealousy for Charlotte's in
creasing success.

In 1843 she was promoted to Starring Lady of the ne*

National Theatre.

Emma Stebbins writes,

I saw her frequently afterward, when she played with Mr. Macready, and even with this great and cultivated artist she
held her own. She had not had his experience, but she had
genius. There were times when she more than rivaled him; when
in truth she made him play second. I observed this in New
York, and a critic in the Times bore witness to it in London.
I have seen her throw such energy, physical and mental, into
her performance, as to weaken for the time the impression by
Mr. Macready's magnificant acting. She profited no doubt by
his admirable ability and veteran experience, but she never
theless always preserved her own independence and thorough
individuality.2
For a number of unfortunate rea.ctns the relationship between Cushman and
Macready faded.

However, even in light of their conflicts Macready al

ways paid Charlotte due respect in public and Macready's inf jence on
Charlotte would continue to affect her career.

Perhaps the most conse

quential of his advisements to Charlotte was his belief that she would
make considerable professional gains if she would go to England.
Thus, in 1843, with her small savings she made another attempt to
advance her career by crossing the Atlantic for London.

Upon her arrival,

Edwin Forrest, who was currently appearing at the Princess Theatre, in
vited her to appear in his support.

Cushman de c ! : ?d, she would support

Forrest but not on the night of her debut.
1Ibid.

2

Stebbins, p. 32.

Utilizing her powers of1
2
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persuasion, she convinced the manager of the Princess to engage her as
Bianca in Fazio (a melodramatic claptrap but one of her most popular
roles).

She was a smashing success.

To the delight of the Princess

manager, she requested that she be allowed to oerform Lady Macbeth on
his stage.

Her London audiences were awe-struck.

Never before had they

witnessed a woman who was able to exert a power over them which so
closely approximated the "Macready magnetism."

Thus, having established

her professional ability as a tragedian, she demonstrated her versatility
by appearing as Rosalind in As You Like It.

Putting on Ganymede's dress

she shocked and amazed her audiences by avoiding the "coy squeamishness
which other Victorian Rosalinds affected when they had to speak naughty
words."1

The Observer commented that in her portrayal of Rosalind,

Charlotte:
. . . looks every inch a man; and a man she is in voice and
manner also, and gesture, so long as she retains Lhese out
ward and visible symbols of the stronger sex. . . . Her mind
became masculine as well as her outward semblance; and on
the assumption of her manly garb she would seem to have doffed
all the constraint of her sex.'By the end of her run at the Princess Theatre, Charlotte had established
herself as an actress capable of unparalleled versatility.
Securing a contract with manager Ben Webster at the prestigious
Haymarket Theatre in 1845, Charlotte set out to strike a "double blow
for recognition, both as actor and as producer.

If Lordon liked her

'breeches part' acting as Rosalind, she would go all the way and show
them her transvestite R o m e o . O n c e again Charlotte's shrewd sense of
‘Shatfuck, p. 92.
p

The Observer, 2 March, 1845, ouoted in Leach, p. 92.

^Shattuck, p. 92.
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timing had selected the right time and the right place for such a pre
sentation,

At this point in her career, Charlotte had grown weary of her

standard repertoire; light hearted ‘breeches roles’ or tragedy (particu
larly her "heavy-handed interpretation of Lady Macbeth),

"Desperate to

extend her dramatis personae, and prevented by nature from the whole
range of delicate and physically beautiful women characters, she broke
across the sex barrier. . . .1,1

Leach says, "As Shakespeare's star-

crossed lover, she could vent a level of emotion that she recognized
more and more as basic to her own nature, Romeo was more than a role.'
I believe Charlotte once again scrutinized her resources and realized
that Romeo provided a role to which she could bring honesty of emotion
and professional expertise.

For the purpose of this study, the following

analysis of Charlotte Cushman's treatment of Shakespeare's Romeo at the
Haymarket theatre in London will serve as one example of the nineteenth
century, transvestite female Shakespearean Phenomenon.
Charlotte Cushman set a precedent with her interpretation of Romeo
by restoring Shakespeare's original text of Romeo and Juliet.

In 1837 it

was traditional to perform a watered down Garrick version of the original
text.

This initial step taken by Miss Cushman was not well received by

members of the Haymarket company.

It is recorded that during rehearsals

for Romeo and Juliet cast members rose up in resentment calling Charlotte
and her sister Susan "American Indians."

•j

Trusting her artistic sense,

the strong-willed Miss Cushman maintained her decision to restore
^Ibid., p. 95.
2 Ibid., p. 170-171.
^Stebbins, p. 58.
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Shakespeare1s original text.

She informed Benjamin Webster of her firm

stand on the issue, "Understand me, pray, that I am thoroughly prepared
to do whatever you wish, but not necessarily to appear in this Garrick
flummery to please a lazy company."^

The tremendous success of the Hay-

market production of Romeo and Juliet soothed the anger of company members
and proved Charlotte's decision to restore the original text a wise one.
Charlotte’s decision to play Romeo opposite her sister, Susan's
Juliet, proved to be well founded.

Susan was very feminine, possessing

the kind of delicate beauty Juliet requires.

Charlotte felt she would

be able to complement Susan's talent in a way no other male actor could.
Thus, on December 29, 1845, the Cushman production of Romeo and Juliet
premiered at the Haymarket Theatre in London.
Charlotte's American influences were evident in her portrayal of
Romeo.

She was often compared to Edwin Forrest (1806-1872) who " . . .

seemed to be an embodiment of the strength of will and body which had
won America's independence from England and which was expanding its
boundaries westward."

2

Charlotte's American style seemed to fulfill

the role of Romeo perfectly:
Against Susan's delicate femininity, Charlotte was completely
the athletic force pursuing her. Few Romeos in London's memory
had looked young enough and passionately agile enough to be
convincing, but watching this fiery young gallant, one witness
was soon exclaiming that this Miss Cushman seemed 'just man
enough to be a boy.'3
The influence which Macready had had upon her was not forgotttBn.
Her concept of Romeo had been well thought out from beginning to end.
1 Ibid. , pp. 58-59.
^Barnard Hewitt, History of the Theatre From 1800 to the Present
(New York: Random House, 1970T, p. 16.

^Dramatic Life as I Found It, p. 316, quoted in Leach, p. 175.
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Her portrayal was so well wrought never once did the illusion she created
fade.

Lloyd's Weekly Messenger praised the unity of her creation:

Miss Cushman's Romeo must henceforth be ranked among her best
performances.
It was admirably conceived. Every scene was
warm and animated, and at once conveyed the impression of the
character. There was no ^orced or elaborate attempt at feel
ing or expression. You were addressed by the whole mind; pas
sion spoke in every feature, and the illusion was forcible and
perfect. Miss Cushman's particular excellence was in the scene
with the Friar, and the concluding scenes of the tragedy. We
never saw these scenes so justly conceived or so vigorously
executed. The judgment was satisfied and the fancy delighted;
they had the excellence of all art. Miss Cushman's talents
are certain of commanding success in every character in which
vigorous and predominant passion are to be delineated. She
is temperate, but never tame; her acting always rouses the
feelings without offending the taste.
She is the best actress
that has appeared upon the English stage since the days of
Miss O'NielJ
Another weekly which credits Miss Cushman's concept of Shake
speare's Romeo makes the following comments:
All Miss Cushman's stage business is founded upon intellectual
ideas, and not upon conventionalisms; but it is also most ef
fective in a theatrical light. Her walk and attitudes are
graceful; the manner in which the courtesy of the stage is
given is very high-bred; her fencing is better than skillful,
because it is appropriate. Tybalt is struck dead as lighten
ing strikes the pine; one blow beats down his guard, and one
lunge closes the fray; indignation has for a moment the soul
of Romeo. With Paris there is more display of swordsmanship:
he falls by the hand of the lover when 'as fixed, but far too
tranquil for despair'; and the gestures, eloquent as words,
in the garden scene, and the piteous lingering over the body
of Juliet, are portions of the performance which are not likely
to pass away from the memory of the spectator, who was com
pelled in the former tc share the lover's enthusiasm, in the
latter his agony.2
It is my opinion that the believabi1ity of Charlotte's Romeo was
a product of her unique ability to perceive herself in Romeo's situation,
^Lloyd's Weekly Messenger, December 1845, quoted in Leach, p. 60.
o

Quoted in Stebbins, p. 62.
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not as a woman transferring her feelings to a feminine frame of refer
ence; but as a young and strong willed man, denied the right to express
his passion to the one he loves; a tragedy conceivable in her own life.
Perhaps Sheridan Knowles' description of her Romeo's reaction to banish
ment may help to illustrate my point:
I witnessed with astonishment the Romeo of Miss Cushman. Unani
mous and lavish as were the encomiums of the London press, I
was not prepared for such a triumph of pure genius. You recol
lect, perhaps, Kean's third act of Othello. Did you ever expect
to see anything like it again? I never did, and yet I saw as
great a thing last Wednesday night in Romeo's scene with the
Friar, after the sentence of banishment, quite as great!
I am
almost tempted to go further.
It was a scene of topmost passion;
not simulated passion;--no such thing; real, palpably real;
the genuine heart-storm was on--on in wildest fitfulness of
fury; and I listened and gazed and held my breath, while my blood
ran hot and cold. I am sure it must have been the case with
every one in the house; but I was all absorbed in Romeo, till
a thunder of applause recalled me to myself.
I particularize
this scene because it is the most powerful, but every scene ex
hibited the same truthfulness. The first scene with Juliet,
for instance, admirably personated by her beautiful sister,
was exquisitly faithful,--the eye, the tone, the general bearing--everything attesting the lover smit to the core at first
sight, and shrinkingly and falteringly endeavoring, with the
aid of palm and eye and tongue, to break his passion to his
idol. My heart and mind are so full of this extraordinary,
most extraordinary performance, that I know not where to stop
or how to go on. Throughout it was a triumph equal to the
proudest of those which I used to witness years ago, and for a
repetition of which I have looked in vain till now. There is
no trick in Miss Cushman's performance; no thought, no interest,
no feeling, seems to actuate her, except what might be looked
for in Romeo himself were Romeo reality.^
Charlotte's close observation of Macready and a wealth of other
performers appearing at the Park and National Theatre had paid off.
Without the professional training, but through practical experience and
sheer determination, Charlotte had gained international fame through her

^Stebbins, p. 63.
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transvestite performance of Romeo.

The following review exemplifies the

respect and recognition this role brought her:
Monday introduced us to such a Romeo as we had never ventured
to hope for. Certainly, in reading the tragedy feelings of quiet
discontent with certain stage renderings often carne across us,
and a vague idea that if an artist with some faith in hi;. heart
as well as in his art should try the character of Romeo, work
might be wrought with other hearts. But we had not dreamed of
so early an outstripping of all our hopes. The glowing reality
and completeness of Miss Cushman's performance perhaps produces
the strength of the impression with which she sends us away.
The character instead of being shown us in a heap of "disjecta
membra" is exhibited by her in a powerful light which at once
displays the proportions and the beauty of the poet's concep
tion. It is as if a noble symphony, distorted, and rendered un
meaning by inefficient conductors, had suddenly been performed
under the hand of one who knew in what "time" the comDOser in
tended it should be taken. Yet this wonderful completeness,
though it may produce upon the public the effect of all high
art, that of concealing the means by which it is obtained, ought
not to render the critic unmindful of Miss Cushman's labors in
detail. These should be pointed out, not to diminish, but on
the contrary to increase, by explaining her triumph. For had
her superb conception not been seconded by the utmost exactitude
of execution, the effect would have failed. Of this, however,
there was no lack, nor is n for us to estimate the pains of a
process by which so finished a work was achieved.
It is for us
merely to record that no symptoms of carelessness or haste ap
peared, no sentiment was slurred over or half comprehended, no
passage slighted as of small importance. The intensity with which
the actress has seized the character is grounded upon too rever
ent an appreciation of its creator's genius to allow her to sit
in judgment on the means he has chosen for the accomplishment of
his own purpose. The restorations of the plot and text of Shakes
peare (thankfully as we receive it) is a part only of this demon
stration of the honor in which he is held by the most admirable
of his modern illustrators.
It breathes through every line of the
performance . . J
The critical public response to Miss Cushman's Hayrnarket performance
was overwhelmingly favorable.

However, there were several of her con

temporaries who were not altogether pleased with her choice of roles. Mr.
Vandenhoff, who played Mercutio to Charlotte's Romeo was one of the more
jealous dissenters:

Stebbins, p. 62.
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The whole idea of a woman's playing a masculine role repelled
Vandenhoff. She had ’unsexed' herself to no purpose ‘except
to destroy all interest in the play, and all sympathy for the
ill-fated pair. The only good point in 'this hybrid perfor
mance' was her skill with a sword, a trick Vandenhoff claimed
credit for teaching her.
In killing Tybalt and Paris she
looked neither man nor woman: her passion was 'epicene'.^
Miss Cushman's appearance as Romeo was considered nineteenth century
pornography by a small group of puritanical and self-righteous citizens
eager to protect theatre goers from immorality of the stage.

Leach says

that an unxnown source reportedly objected strongly to "Charlotte's mas
culine 'demeanor as Romeo, her straight limbs as strident as those of a
youth's, her amorous advances toward her sister so erotic 'that no man
would have dared to indulge them publicly'.

Charlotte Cushman's response

to these accusations was the simple truth; "She would be an hones^ perfor
mer; she would be an honest woman.

She could bring understanding to the

role; playing it, she could satisfy most of her audiences."

Charlotte

Cushman's response to people who questioned her morality was typical of
the honesty and spontaneity which she ascribed to her treatment of Shakes
peare's Romeo.
During the time of Charlotte Cushman's success, playwrights were
not creating female roles which held the depth and range that many male
roles offered.

After her great success as Comeo, Charlotte requested

that Westland Marstnn, a playwright and fn'end, create a character for
her.

She wrote to him:
I want you to write me a drama, tnd I can tell you at once the
sort of character I should lixe in fine, I long to play a
woman of strong ambition, who is at the same time very wily*
3
W i Actor's Note-Book, p. 218, quoted in Leach, p. 114.
^Leach, p. 170.
31b id .
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and diplomatic, and who has an opportunity of a great out
burst when her plans are successful — in short, a female
Richelieu.1
Marston never created a female role consisting of such scope.

Conse

quently Charlotte continued to find satisfaction in transvestite Shakes
pearean acting.

Two of her subsequent portrayals were Cardinal Wolsey

in Henry VIII (1857) and Hamlet in Hamlet (1851).

Romeo remained her

most popular transvestite portrayal.
There is no doubt that Charlotte Cushman's portrayal of male char
acters aided her career tremendously.

From her initial, unexpected ap

pearance as Patrick in The Poor Soldier to her tremendous success as
Shakespeare's Romeo it becomes evident that male roles revealed her range
and scope as an actress in a way that the existent female roles never

^Our Recent Actors, Vol. 2, pp. 77-78, quoted in Leach, p. 177.

CHAPTER III
SARAH BERNHARDT'S HAMLET
Sarah Bernhardt, the French actress who became a legend in her
own time (1844-1923) is noted for her excellence in acting which took
her all over the world.

She Degan training for the stage at thirteen

ac the Conservatoire in France, making her debut at the Comedie Francaise in 1862.

Bernhardt was " . . .

endowed with a beautiful face, a

slender, gracefj: figure, a voice whose tone was described sometimes as
silvery and sometimes as golden, great personal magnetism, inexhaustible energy, and indomitable will."

Bernhardt entered into the tra

dition of transvestive female Shakespearean acting in 1899 with her in
terpretation of Shakespeare's Hamlet.
Sarah Bernhardt inherited a theatre tradition in which women play
ing young male roles was an accepted theatrical convention.

Conse

quently when she began to experience repertorial problems she turned to
the "travesti. '
In 1861 while still a student at the Conservatoire, Bernhardt ap
peared in two "travesti" roles at the Theatre de La Tour d 'Auvergne:
Edouard V. in Les Enfants d ‘ Edouard by Casimer Delavigne, and Richelieu
in Les Premieres A rmes de Richelieu by Jean Francois Boyard and Dumanois.
At the Odeon and Cometh e Franchise Bernhardt continued to perform

York:

^Bernard Hewitt, History of the Theatre From 1800 to Present (New
Random House, Inc., 1970}', pT13.
39
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convention^1 "travesti," appearing in the ingenu roles of Zanetto in Le
Passant by Copee, Zacharie in Athalie by Racine and Cherubin in le Mariage
de Figaro by Beaumarchais.

After leaving the Comedie Francaise, Bern

hardt performed Eduard in Eduard tne V in London in 188C, Pierrot in Jean
Richepin's Peirrot Assassin in 1883 at the Trocadera, and Gringoire, the
title role in Theodore de Banville's play, while on tour in 1891-93.
Having established herself as a proficient actress of conventional
French “travesti," Bernhardt set a precedent by undertaking a leading role
intended for an actor and transforming it into a “travesti,"*

She appear

ed as three famous tragic heroes in the following chronological order:
Lorenzaccic in De Musset's Lorenzacc io in 1896, Hamlet in Shakespeare's
Hamlet in 1899 and the Duke of Reichstadt in Rostand's L'Aiglon in 1900.
Bernhardt refers to *hese three roles as the three Hamlets; "the black
Hamlet of Shakespeare, L'Aiglon, the white Hamlet of Rostand, and Loren
zaccic, the Florentine Hamlet of Alfred de Musset."1
Bernhardt's expansion

f Beaumarchais's definition of "travesti"

reveals her transformation of tie conventional style which she bega*
acting in:
A boy of twenty cannot understand the philosophy of Hamlet, nor
the poetic enthusiasm of L'Aiglon, and without understanding
there is no delineation of character. There are no young men
of that age capable of playing these parts; consequently an
older man essays the role. He does not look fhe boy, nor has he
the ready adaptability of the woman, who can combine the light
carriage of youth with the nature thought of tue man. The woman
more readily looks the part, yet has the maturity of mind to
grasp it.2
Bernhardt believed that travesti could only be performed if the intel
lectual dominated the physical.

She professed that it is for this reason

^Sarah Bernhardt, The Art of the Theatre (Freeport, Hew York:
for Libraries Press, 1924; reprinted", TTfSTlBu : 1969), p. 140.

Books

2"Man's Roles as Played by Women," Harper 's Bazaar, 15 December 1900,
p. 33.
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that she excluded fcofn her repertoire such roles as Napoleon, Don Juan
and Shakespeare's Romeo,
Other traditionally male roles which Bernhardt did seek to justify
portraying, either in writing or performance were Mephistopheles, T*r boulet, L'Avare, Shylock in the trial scene from The Merchant of Venice,
Geothe's Faust in which she would have played Faust, and Maeterlinck's
Pel leas in Pelleas et Melisande.
Sarah Bernhardt’s portrayal of the Duke of Reichstadt in I'Aiglon
proved to be the most popular with French audiences.

L'Aiglon was per

formed thirty-seven times in Paris in 1900.

The following box office

statistics reveal its popularity in France:

83 performances in 1901;

27 in 1903; 20 in 1904; 22 in 1905; 14 in 1°07; 80 in 1909, and 283 times
at the Theatre Sarah Bernhardt in years thereafter.
In Bernhardt's histrionic treatise, The Art of the Theatre, she ex
plains wfy she chose to act male parts:
As a matter of fact, it is not male parts, but male brains that
! prefer, and among all the characters, that of Hamlet has at
tracted me because it is the most original, the most subtle,
the most tortuous, and yet the most simple for the unity of his
dream. . . . Generally speaking male parts are more intellectual
than female parts. This is the secret of my preference. No
female character has opened up a field so large for the explora
tion of sensations and human sorrows as *:hat of Hamlet. Phedre
alone has afforded me the charm of prying into a heart that is
really afflieted.'
Sarah Bernhardt apparently had great respect for Shakespeare's or
iginal text of Hamlet.

However, she had to deal with the problem of

translating integral Shakespeare into the French language.

Bernhardt re

jected the much changed adaptation by Dumas and Meurice, (played in 1847
at the Theatre Historique with Rouviere as Hamlet) which spared the life
^Bernhardt, The Art of the Jheatre, op. 137-139.
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of Hamlet.

Instead, she commissioned Marcel Schwob and Eugene Morand

to prepare a translation that would be as faithful to the original text
as was possible.

Schwob and Morand approached their translation with

the theory that they must use the French language as it was spoken dur
ing Shakespeare's lifetime

The resulting translation was a very literal

prose version of the original text.

Cerda Taranow, author of Sarah

Bernhardt, The Art Within the Legend, writes that the Peri si an reaction
to this translation was mixed:
French critics considered the language archaic; English critics
denounced the neologisms. To the members of Sarah’s company,
however, the text was merely cumbersome, and memorization was
suonosed to have been a difficult task for everyone . . . The
audience reacted with restlessness, and in succeeding perfor- .
nances, the actress was forced to resort to further excisions.
Sarah brought her Hamlet to London in 1899.

Max Beerbohm of the

Saturday Review responded to the French translation in a manner repre
sentative of several English critics:
I regarded the French prose version of "Hamlet" as an important
t^iDute to Shakespeare's genius.
I take that version to have
been intended as a tribute to an actress' genius, rather than
a poet's. F^enchfiien who know enough of our language to enable
them to translate Shakespeare know very well that to translate
him at all is a grave disservice. Neither into French poetry
nor into French prose can his poetry be translated; and since
every element in his work was tne direct, inalienable result
of his poetry, it follows that any French translation is ruin
ous.
I do not say that this particular work is unskillful;
on the contrary, it seemed to me very skillful indeed. The
authors seemed to have got the nearest equivalents that could
be got. But the nearest equivalents were always unsatisfactory
and often excruciating.2
It has been said that Bernhardt;s interpretation of Hamlet has
'created an acting oart rather than a sneaking part...... One does not
Gerda Taranow, Sarah Bernhardt, The Art Within the Legend (Prince
ton, Mew Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1972), p. 219.

2

Max Beerbohm, "Hamlet, Princess of Denmark," Saturday Review, 17
June 1899, pp. 747-748.
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remember what her Hamlet says so much as what he does."^

The London

Times mainta1ned:
It is in the scenes of action that Fhie. Bernhardt is at her best.
The soliloquies lose a great deal when the poetry is taken out
of them and fail to produce their effect. But in the action of
the play there is so much real dramatic interest that it serves
to hold the attention firmly fixed, even when the poetry is gone.The tour de force with which Bernhardt portrayed Hamlet appears to
have emphasized Hamlet's filial love for his mother and intense vengence
for his murdered father.

Drama critic for the Westminster Gazette noted

that in dealing with Claudius, Bernhardt's Hamlet ". . . seems so blood
thirsty that . . .

he appears to be really acting from motives of in-

tense vengence ratner than finding excuses to himself for inaction."

3

The vigor with which Bernhardt's Hamlet pursued Claudius has been de
picted by one critic in the following manner:
When Hamlet runs his sword through the arras and hearing the
body fall, hopes he has killed the king, she stood still for
a moment--tiptoe, like a great black exclamation mark--her
sword glittering above her head. Her Hamlet will always re
main for me that great black exclamation point.*
4
In the players scene of Act Three, Bernhardt created an interesting pro
gression of action to build up to the revelation of Claudius's guilt.
The play scene is most cleverly contrived, and works up to an
exciting crisis. The players act on a stage at the side, not
in the centre. The King's dais is on the other side, and as
the play proceeds Hamlet stealthily climbs up it until at last

^John Hansen, “Sarah Bernhardt as Hamlet," Nat ional Magazine,
June 1899, p. 470.
^"Madame Bernhardt's Hamlet," London Times, 13 June 1899, p. 7.
3"The French Hamlet," Westminster Gazette, 13 June 1899, p. 3.
4

May Agate, Madame Sarah, 2nd ed. (London:
1946), p. 180.

Home and Van Thai Ltd.,
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he confronts his guilty uncle and, seizing a torch, thrusts
it into the wretched man's oallid face to see the full effect
the play has had upon h i m j
Bernhardt also employed creative stage business to express her con
cept of the love and reverence which she believed Hamlet held for his
mother.
Another incident showing the actress's immense theatrical re
sources occurs when the queen falls, poisoned, across this
same tribune; her hair streams over the edge, and the dying
Hamlet reaches up and kisses it. There again the French
subtlety of expression is employed. Hamlet's filial love is
unconquerable.^
John Hansen, drama critic for National Magazine, went so far as to say
that the love Bernhardt's Hamlet demonstrated for his mother superceded
his interest in all other characters:
Her broadest effect is of the filial affection indigenous to the
French romantic school; in carrying this to an extreme she
loses sight of Ophelia’s importance in the development of the
prince's fate . . . in fact, all the other people are reduced
to subsidiary themes woven about the grand motive of a star
part.3
Bernhardt professed to be an adherant to the emotionalist method
of portraying a character.

French emotionalist theory parallels the

English romantic style of acting in many ways.

The French emotionalist

believed that the actor must surrender his own identity, experiencing
fully the emotions which the character he is portraying undergoes.
Bernhardt’s concept of Shakespeare's Hamlet sprang from a French
point of view.

She did not perceive his predicament in terms of how an

Englishman would act under the circumstances, but rather in terms of
^London Times, 13 June 1899.
^Hansen, p. 470.
31b id .
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how a Frenchman would act in the same situation.

Relying on her own set

of experiences to “become" Hamlet how could she perceive him in any
other way?

May Agate, who was a student of Bernhardt's and author of

Madame Sarah contends that Bernhardt never saw Hamlet performed before
she acted the role herself.
English drama critics have on several occasions criticized Bern
hardt's concept of Hamlet, claiming that her performance ignores the
melancholy state of being which has traditionally characterized him.
Elizabeth Robins critiqued Bernhardt's Hamlet in the North American
Review, comparing it to the Hamlet of Edwin Booth which was performed in
America thirty years prior to Bernhardt's performance in London.

She

suggests that Bernhaidt did not emphasize Hamlet's melancholy because the
actress found it to be an ineffective and unpopular emotion to exhibit:
Now, melancholy, as Madame Bernhardt realizes, is not a popu
lar manifestation. Her way of dealing with the difficulty is,
as far a*" possible, to belittle and deny it.
'Another way'
even the great public permits, else were the tragedian's occu
pation gone, and that is to show that in some specific instance,
melancholy may be based on incontrovertible grounds, excused
with eloquence, enforced with genius. In accordance with the
wholesome popular conviction that melancholy not brilliantly
justified is either dullness or mere indigestion, Madame Bern
hardt, knowing her public well, gives the people a Hamlet who
is sad, so to speak with tongue in cheek.1
In several instances Bernhardt's stage business created a light
hearted if not humorous effect.

Hansen explains these moments in terms

of Sarah's dramatic concept:
Parisiens understood that Bernhardt's Hamlet did not wear his
heart upon his sleeve, and thus believing, saw in her imper
sonation a stronger Dane, one more worthy of their interest
than they would have considered the habitually long-faced
'Elizabeth Robins, "On Seeing Madame Bernhardt's Hamlet." North
American Review, June, 1899, p. 909.
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Prince known to all English speaking people. . . . The French
Hamlet's grief is subtle, not bare-faced, is is also his phil
osophy, and his rather profane acceptance of Fate is natural in
spite of all philosophy.1
Robins laments that Bernhardt did not fellow the old stage direc
tions in dealing with the skull in the grave yard scene:
It was not pleasant to see the grinning object handled so
callously. Some of the dramatic effect, too, went by the
board in this; for what's the use of bringing in the ironic
emblem of mortality if it is treated as lightly as a lap-dog?
Indeed, I feel sure that Madame Bernhardt treats her lap-dog
more considerately, for it would be strange if she made
gestures with it as unconcernedly as she does with the skull.
If my eyes did not deceive me, she tapDed the grinning teeth
with her fingers.*
Perhaps the most controversial piece of stage business which Bern
hardt created was an elaboration of Shakespeare s laconic “Buz-Bur when
the Chambarlain comes to announce the players in the Third Act.

Ignoring

the conversation at hand, Bernhardt preterded to be chasing a fly which
she ultimately caught.

Robins wrote, "The Chamberlain was made to ap

pear in this an imbecile indeed; for, had he retained any of toe shrewd
ness Shakespeare permits him in the earlier scenes, he would have sent
straightaway for doctors and strait-jackets, instead of continuing his
■3
speech under such painful difficulties."
It appears that the problem which several English critics encount
ered in accepting Bernhardt's Hamlet was a conflict in concept.

If

English drama critics were hoping to find a refinement of the typically
English Hamlet, they were surely disappointed.
1Robins, pp. 918-919.
^Ibid. , p. 914.
31bid., p. 919.

However, if they were1
3
*
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willing to accept the cultural changes which Shakespeare's Hamlet under
went, they may have found Bernhardt’s performance quite enjoyable.
Most theatre critics of the time praised the poise and grace which
Bernhardt apparently maintained throughout her performance.

Robins cul

minated her otherwise negative review in the following fashion:
It is interesting to see what special aptitudes the great French
woman brought to her task. Among the most notable of these is
her wonderful mastery of sheer poise; that power she has of stand
ing stock still for an indefinite length of time with perfect
ease and grace, never shifting per ground, and equally never
ceasing for a moment to be dramatic. . . . Here again and again,
one recognized her faculty of keen observation and paid tri
bute to the accomplished technique that translated her know
ledge into action at times so vivid and yet sober.I
Theatre critics who were not initially outraged at the prospect of
another female Hamlet seemed to have found little difficulty in accepting
dernhardt's assumption of a male role:
Physically Bernhardt's unusual lines of figure proved of assis
tance in rendering her impersonation sexless if not altogether
masculine. Even now. with a contour rounded out considerably
since the days when the supreme dramatic genius of our times
was better known to the American public, Bernhardt costumed in
the traditional sables of the Dane, does not belie the part by
a strong suggestion of femininity. . . .2
Reports confirm that Bernhardt's English audiences greeted her per
formance with tremendous applause.

One source noted:

"Madame Sarah

Bernhardt was enthusiastically received after each act last night, and
at the end, just before midnight, had to appear at least half a dozen
3
times."
Based on audience reaction, Bernhardt's attempt to transform
4
"art into reality and the spectator into participant" appears to have
^Ibid. , p, 919.

2

Hansen, p. 469.

31bid. , p. 472.
^Taranow, p. 237.
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been successful.

How ever far from Shakespeare's original concept Bern

hardt strayed, one thing is for certain; she remained true to her con
ception of Hamlet from beginning to end.

0.

CHAPTER IV
CONCLUSIONS
I believe the success which Charlotte Cushman and Sarah Bernhardt
achieved as transvestite Shakespearean actresses was founded on two ma
jor principles; their recognition of Shakespeare's original text and
the respectively unique artistry each actress exerted in an honest and
very professional effort to recreate for themselves and their audiences
the catharsis inherent in both Shakespearean tragedies.

Cushman believed

. . . that to project strong emotion a player must himself feel
the emotion--especially if he is an English or American actor.
The person of Anglo-Saxon blood, she explained, has too much
self-consciousness tc impress an audience if he does not lose
himself in his part. She testified that she felt the passion
she assumed in her roles, and her fellow actors agreed that
she indeed seemed to live everything that she did on the
stage.1
Bernhardt expressed similar sentiment on the importance of an actress's
emotional identification with the character whom she is portraying:
. . . when the average audience is moved to tears by an „ctor's
suffering, and when, forgetting theatrical conventions, it
imagines itself present at a real catastrophe, the actor will
know that he has achieved his artistic goal.2
Both actresses were aware that their achievement did not lie in disguis
ing their sex or in attempting to imitate a male conception of the char
acter.

Their transvestism was not the object of their art, but rather

t^e means they undertook to achieve it.

The transvestite Shakespearean

Garff B. Wilson, A History of American Acting, (Bloomington:
Indiana University Press, 1966), p. 51.

2

Taranow, p. 229.
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successes of Bernhardt and Cushman grew ouc of the strong conviction
that to these seemingly male roles they could bring understanding, rele
vant human experience anu a whole realm of professional expertise.
In respect to Shakespeare and to their own artistic sense, Cushman
restored the original Shakespearean text of Romeo and Juliet and Bern
hardt attempted to capture the genius of Shakespeare in a very literal
prose translation of Hamlet.

I feel the resulting transvestite successes

of Bernhardt and Cushman were contingent on their trust in Shakespeare's
text and the daring they exhibited in interpreting that text in terms of
experiences and emotions salient to their own lives.
Transvestite female Shakespearean acting, for the mnst part, was a
phenomenon of the nineteenth century.

Hewitt believes this is partly

due to the 'never ending need for varie.
and managers.

which bore heavily on actors

Audiences had seen the standard plays until they almost

knew them by heart and were tired of them, but they would pay once more
to see Romeo or Hamlet played by a woman.’
Perhaps more consequential than the eagerness of male patrons to
catch a glimose of "a female ankle"^ was the changing status of women.
Actresses of the nineteenth century were born into an era of transition.
The doctrine of equality of the sexes had become a topic of much debate
early in the century.

In accordance with the fight for women's rights,

actresses of the time sought to broaden the boundaries of their profession.
Hewitt notes that:
Actresses like Cushman or Bernhardt, possessed not only of geni
us but also of energy and ambition equal or superior to most of*
2
^Barnard Hewitt, Theatre U.S.A. 1668 to 1957, (flew York:
Book Company, Inc., 1959), p. 133.
2 1b id .

McGraw-Hill
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male actors of their day, m ust have been impelled to test their
powers in at least a few of the great masculine roles, Charlotte
Cushman must have felt this particularly strongly because in
the plays available to her the great roles were Shakespeare's,
and. Shakespeare was much m o r e prodigal with powerful roles for

mm. then for women.
Because of the lack of challenging ferale roles ©any women of the nine
teen in century turned to transvestite acting.
However, transvestite female Shakespearean acting was .more than a
reaction- to repertorial problems

or

m

outgrowth o f women's liberation.

Several of the more successful actresses of the nineteenth century viewed
transvestite Shakespearean acting as a solution to a paradoxical acting
dilemma.

Sarah Bernhardt and Eva Le Gail ierme have observed that ac

tors v/hc possess the professional expertise to execute Shakespeare's
Hamlet lack the youthful ness and physical characteristics necessary to
complete the portrayal. They contend that only a ferale instrument is

able to successfully meet the physical demands of the part,

Bernhardt

explains the problem as she /iews it:
I have witnessed Hamlet played abroad by several tragedians,
and I have always been struck by the contrast between the men
tal fever and the physical vigour of him I have seen act.
These tragedians seem to me in to splendid health, with muscles
too solid to lend credence to so much despairing insomnia, so
much inward strife. The pain that gnaws at this unhappy Hamlet
would not leave him with fine calves, a plumb stomach, a splendid
pair of shoulders.
I know that, thanks to powder, the complexion
is pale; that, thanks to burnt cor*', the eye is ringed, but the
fine health/ appearance of the rest of the body gives the lie
to that wasted countenance. . . . When seeing and hearing these
Hamlets on the stage, the spectator should receive the impression
that che fiery soul is always threatening to burst its tenement
of clay. The artist must be divested of all virility. He must
make us see a phantom compounded of the atoms of life and of
the decay that leads to d e a t K
It is a brain ceaselessly war
ring against the reality of things.
It is a soul that longs to
escape its carnal vestment. That is why I claim that these parts
always gain when they are played by intellectual women, who alone
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are able to preserve their character of unsexed beings, and
their perfume cf mystery.1
Coming from the same vein of reason, Le Gallienne objects to tmdox created when a thirty-year-old actor undertakes a portrayal

ara* na-

let:
Hamlet's action is not the weak and oetulant action of an e r ^ culated man of thirty, but the daring, wilful, defiant actior
of a high spirited sensitive youth, rudely summoned from thgay pursuits of youth, and confronted suddenly with monstrou
treachery. . . . It would be rare indeed to find a young a * •
in his teens, or even in his early twenties, capable of sus
taining and projecting this many-faceted, arduous role. No
matter how clearly he might understand it and feel himself at
to it, it is doubtful if his instrument would be powerful and
resilient enough to translate his theories into practice.
I*
is undoubtedly mainly for this reason that Hamlet is almost al
ways presented as a mature man; and it is also for this reason
that actresses have frequently undertaken to play the part.
But it must be remembered that such performances can be ac
ceptable only if the theory of Hamlet’s youth is kep^ in minr
It is impossible for an actress at the hight of her powers to
give the impression of being a boy, while havino at he’* commend
all the craft, range, force, and subtlety which such great roles
require.2
Charlotte Cushman's portrayal of Romeo bore out le Gal 11c*nne's
theory on transvestite portrayals of Hamlet; "Few Romeos in London's
memory had looked young enough and passionately agile enough to be con
vincing, but watching this fiery young gallant, one witness wa« soon ex3
claiming that this Miss Cushman seemed 'just man enough to be a boy.'
Romeo created an acting problem similar to the one presented by

ir let;

actors possessing the understanding and skill necessary to portray him
lacked his youthfulness, a quality essential to the part.

Perhaps this

dilemma accounts for the overwhelming number of transvestite portrayals
^Bernhardt, p. 142.
cEva Le Gallienne, With a Quiet Heart, (New York:
1953), p. 106.
^Bernhardt, o. 142.

The Vi kino Press.
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of Hamlet and Romeo and the relatively few, and in some instances, no
recorded transvestite performances of Macbeth, Richard III, Ling Lear,
Corialanous or Troilus of Trpilus and Cressida.
The rationale for transvestite Shakespearean acting as set forth
by Bernhardt and Le Gallienne merits consideration, however the rela
tively low success rate of transvestite Shakespearean actresses indi
cates a flaw in the belief that the roles of Hamlet and Romeo " . . .
always gain when they are played by intellectual women. . .

Al

though the transvestite Shakespearean movement produced several success
ful transvestite actresses; Ellen Tree, Charlotte Cushman, Mrs. Shaw,
Fanny Vining, Esme Beringer, Sarah Bernhardt and Eva Le Gallienne, there
were relatively few actresses who possessed the rare combi nation of
voice, movement, conceptual accuracy and poise necessary to create and
sustain the desired illusion.
Transvestite Shakesnearean acting proved disastrous in the hands
of a novice.

Actresses who were able to achieve a reasonable degree of

success in crossing the sexual barrier were well seasoned, having first of
all claimed laurels in female roles.

Cushman had gained tremendous fame

as Lady Macbeth and Meg Merrilies before she successfully undertook the
part of Romeo; Bernhardt's famous rendering of Hamlet was preceded by a
whole string of feminine successes, La Dame aux Camelias, Phedre, Hernani, Cleopatre and Jeanne d' Arc, to name a few, and when Le Gallienne
attempted Hamlet she stood on a reputation which claimed success in
roles such as Hedda Gabler, Hilda War.gel in The Master Builder, Juliet
Capulet and Marguerite Gautier as rendered by the English translation of
La Dame ajx Camilias.
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The nineteenth century’s transvestite Shakespearean phenomenon was
more frequently characterized by ill fated, novice attempts than by the
successful portrayals of intrepid actresses.

Many aspiring young

actresses desired the sensationalism created by the transvestite endeavor,
but few were discerning enough to meet the trans /estite Shakespearean
challenge with the necessary professional tools.

In time, audiences

and the; tre critics grew weary of the many premature and thoughtless
portrayals of Hamlet and Romeo which typified the phenomenon.

By the be

ginning of the twentieth century, transvestite Shakespearean acting had
lost most of its popular appeal, accounting for the drastic reduction
in the number of transvestite female Shakespearean portrayals emerging
out of this decade.

With her feeble rendition of Hamlet at the age of

71, Dame Judith Anderson embodied a pathetic remnant of the nineteenth
century heyday for transvestite female Shakespearean acting.
However, even in an era when transvestite female Shakespearean act
ing is out of vogue Eva Le Gallienne’s 1937 portrayal of Hamlet indicated
that a well possessed actress is still capable of a worthwhile and en
gaging transvestite Shakespearean performance.

In her autobiography

le Gallienne states that early in her career she had decided to portray
several major roles before she reached the age of forty; Hamlet was one
of them.

Le Sallienne's challenge to herself indicates that transves

tite acting may not only be an important professional exercise but may
also prove to be an exciting form of theatrical entertainment.

The

twentieth century will probably never experience the transvestite female
Shakespearean heyday particular to the nineteenth century; however, I
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believe the unparalleled challenge created by the transvestite Shakespearean endeavor wi11 continue to initiate ambitious actresses into the
transvestite female Shakespearean tradition.
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